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A Beautiful Escape
The War Horse’s 2018 Writing Seminar for Military Spouses was hosted
at the Carey Institute for Global Good in Upstate New York.
During November 2018, The War Horse hosted
our Writing Seminar for Military Spouses at
the Carey Institute for Global Good, thanks to
generous support from the Starbucks Foundation,
Cohen Veterans Network, and many other
generous donors and partners. The six-day
expenses-paid retreat brought together a dozen
military spouses with Pulitzer Prize-winning
journalists and bestselling authors. The stories
of military spouses during 17 years at war have
largely remained untold. Together, the mentors
helped our 2018 War Horse Fellows change that
narrative by finding and shaping their stories
as caregivers, educators, nonprofit leaders, and
much more.

of the cohort belonged to underrepresented or
marginalized communities and we look forward
to continuing to work with them to publish their
reflections.

“We did a lot of staying in our lane as spouses,
and kind of kept quiet, but in reality we have all
of these incredible stories to be told,” said Sarah
Schmidt, a Marine Corps spouse. “To be able to
be offered this week to do nothing but reflect on
the life we’ve had thus far and to dedicate that to
writing and making something meaningful from
that was really incredible.”

"I appreciate the
opportunity to
take a blind leap
of faith."

Since 2017, The War Horse has hosted three
writing seminars for veterans and military
families. Those 38 fellows have written more than
50 stories for The War Horse about topics ranging
from sexual assault and transition issues to mental
health and toxic exposure. Past fellows have also
published with USA Today, CNN, and The New
York Times. During our most recent communitybuilding event for military spouses, composed
of 10 women and two men, all military branches
were represented, both active duty and reserve.
And the breadth of experiences among our 2018
War Horse Fellows was remarkable. Two-thirds
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“To me, writing the intimate stories that scare
me the most ultimately have the greatest pay
off,” said Angie Ricketts, a published author
and Army spouse. “I appreciate the opportunity
to take a blind leap of faith. Over the course of
several days, I was motivated to dig back into
my writing chops and felt redirected with a new
purpose and fresh circle of kindred spirits who
had walked a similar highway, but took various
paths to arrive.”

Once selected, War Horse Fellows receive a
welcome packet explaining details about travel
accommodations, activities and our newsroom’s
community standards. The curriculum continued
to be improved this year to better prepare our
incoming cohort, while also allowing our team
to tailor the program to the unique needs of our
incoming writers. Because our writing seminars
are designed for writers of all experience levels,
the personal benefits to each attendee vary. For
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many, our seminars plant a seed of curiosity
about writing and forge a supportive community.
“Personally, it was very cathartic to be able to
articulate the journey that led me to founding my
business,” said Sue Hoppin, CEO of the National
Military Spouse Network. “Professionally,
I honed my writing skills and expanded my
network. Most surprising was how you never
knew who you'd be chatting with. Everyone
was so down to earth and open to sharing their
experiences, whether it was a publisher, agent or
renowned author.”
Throughout their week together, War Horse
Fellows worked alongside multiple guest speakers
who each volunteered their time to work one-onone with our writers. The first speaker of the week
was Mark Bowden, the author of the bestselling
book Black Hawk Down, who shared stories
about interviewing the widows and children of
service members killed in Mogadishu as well his
experiences writing about cartel kingpin Pablo
Escobar and the Iran hostage crisis.

"...To be really
honest about
yourself out loud
is a powerful
thing.”
“I have had a lot of experience writing stories. It's
one of the few things I can say that I know well.
So I enjoy talking to other writers, and from time
to time might be able to offer encouragement or
advice that matters. I recognize the sacrifices that
our military families make, so in my own small
way it was a chance for me to say thanks and
to give back,” said Bowden, an award-winning
investigative reporter. “I had a very nice time
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and enjoyed meeting the War Horse Fellows very
much. These were smart, earnest people with
amazing personal stories and a desire to write
them. It was a privilege just to listen.”
Throughout the seminar, the cohort met many
other guest speakers. Some included Robert
Rosenthal, a renowned newsroom leader and
investigative reporter; Tom Jennings, an awardwinning videographer with Frontline; and
many others who discussed topics ranging from
character development to narrative arc and how
to pitch your story to editors. During the week,
fellows ate meals alongside War Horse staff and
guest speakers that they described as “rustic
and wholesome.” According to Sarah Schmidt,
“There is something incredibly intimate about
sharing a meal together and I think that was one
of my favorite parts about our seminar - we got
to know and care for each other on a much more
personal level and I felt that deepened my level of
trust with mentors, instructors, and fellow cohort
members.”

"I wanted other spouses to
know and feel that they are
not alone even if it's lonely."

Sarah added that “Writing my story and publishing
was more [incredible] than I could have ever
imagined. It was emotional, and challenging, and
terrifying, and exhilarating. To be really honest
about yourself out loud is a powerful thing.”
The reception she received from the piece, she
said, was the validation she was seeking. And in
sharing her story, she validated the experiences
of other spouses. “Oh my gosh I thought I was
the only one,” wrote one commenter. “I feel this
to my core,” messaged another. Another wrote,
“I needed to read this right now.” Sarah said, “I
wanted other spouses to know and feel that they
are not alone even if it's lonely. This process
and this seminar and this War Horse family has
absolutely given me the confidence to continue to
put my voice out there and write more.”
During our second-to-last day together, the
cohort learned about editing and publishing their
reflections with The War Horse and how to be
prepared for the pitch process throughout their
careers as writers. To assist with this, the cohort
was introduced to Wendy Wolf, the executive
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editor of Viking Books, and Stuart Krichevsky,
a literary agent who represents acclaimed war
writers CJ Chivers, and Sebastian Junger, as
well as multiple members of The War Horse
team. Throughout the seminar, events were
photographed by Finbarr O’Reilly, a two-time
World Press Photo winner and contributor to The
New York Times.
During our seminars, in addition to editorial
support, The War Horse places a high priority
on the mental wellness of our fellows. To assist
in this effort, Dr. Elana Newman, a respected
trauma psychologist and the research director at
the Dart Center for Journalism and Trauma joined
the team. War Horse Fellows also benefited from
the moments of relaxation scheduled throughout
the seminar and the remote setting at the Carey
Institute for Global Good. Massages were
generously donated for the second seminar in a
row by Michelle Cappellano of Health Through
Massage.

To increase the feeling of community, Liesel
Kershul, Brendan O’Byrne, and Liz O’HerrinLee, fellows from previous cohorts, were invited
to attend the writing workshop. Within the cohort,
the past fellows sharing their story resonated
deeply. And on our final evening together, the

6

cohort and guest speakers were hosted at the
home of Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist Josh
Friedman and his wife Carol Ash, the founding
trustee of the Carey Institute for Global Good.
Between guest speakers and events, classes were
presented by David Chrisinger, director of writing
seminars, who has led all three of the War Horse
writing retreats, each with a focus on fostering
connection and conversation about vulnerabilities
that wouldn't otherwise be afforded. “Dave is a
fantastic instructor and mentor. First and foremost,
he is an excellent listener,” wrote Schmidt. “He
asked thoughtful questions, encouraged me to
consider how to bring to life the most impactful
parts of my story, and was just a really honest
and down-to-earth person who wanted us all to
be and feel successful.”
Throughout the writing seminar, Dave made a
point to lead by example and do exactly what we
ask each fellow to do at War Horse seminars: show
up, bear witness, and grant others the dignity of
their own process. “Dave is amazing,” said Sara
Poquette, a veteran of the Army National Guard.
“He has an ability to read a room, absorb the
individual needs of his students, and direct the
lessons based on those needs while still following
the lesson plans he intended to get across. He is a
safe person. That in and of itself is a precious gift
to every student he encounters.”
On our final day together, the fellows participated
in a reading where eached shared the stories they’d
written during the week. Dave also shared the
story he wrote during the seminar -- one about the
recent death of his son. “Veterans, their families,
and civilians like me all share at least one thing
in common: We're all human. And because we're
all human, we all have a need to feel connected
to each other,” said Chrisinger. “I've found, both
in my own life and in the lives of those I've had
in class, is that the best way to feel connected
with someone else is to tell your story--and have
them tell you their stories. As long as I can help
facilitate that process of discovery and sharing, I
feel like I'm doing something that truly matters.”
■
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was only halfway through her pregnancy, Ashley
would probably only need to push once or twice,
the doctor said. Ashley nodded; I squeezed her
hand. As the next contraction began, Ashley
curled up into a fist, pushing her heels into the
foot of the bed. Once the vise released her, Robert
slipped out, and the rock-hard pain Ashley had
felt lifted as suddenly as it had arrived. In her
floating sense of physical relief, she began to
weep.
It took nearly six months for me to work up the
nerve to look through the photos the nurse took
of Robert on the day he was born. When she first
asked Ashley and me if we wanted her to take the
pictures, we politely declined her offer. Neither
one of us could believe anyone would want
photographic evidence of such a devastating loss.

When I Think About My Son

Finding the words to express a devastating personal loss after teaching a military
veteran how to write about her own feelings of sadness and uncertainty.
APRIL 17, 2019 | DAVID CHRISINGER
I wanted to pinch Robert’s tiny crimson foot. I
wanted to hear the cry. After all the uncertainty
and dashed hopes, after all the fear and suffering,
Robert Louis Chrisinger came into the world
without a sound. Without the joy of being alive.
After all this time, it’s that silent sadness that
sticks with me most of all. I didn’t expect stillness.
I expected the maniacal beeping of fetal monitors
and the dull hum of overhead lamps. On that
humid summer night in 2017, the night we lost
Robert, the nurses didn’t need the monitors. The
doctor didn’t need the lamps. There was no need
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to search for signals of something going wrong.
There was no need to analyze and reassure.
“I’m so, so sorry,” the doctor said behind her
three-ply surgical mask. “I’m so sorry this is
happening to you.”
There wasn’t enough room for me in the delivery
room. I sat scrunched on a chair next to the
hospital bed, leaned over with my elbows on my
knees. I held Ashley’s right hand in mine as the
doctor conducted her examination. Because she
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But after all we had endured—rushing to the
emergency room in the middle of the night,
conversing with several specialists who couldn’t
explain why this was happening to us, wringing
our hands for a week in the hospital room reserved
for mothers who were losing their babies, and
after the early labor stalled and there was a
glimmer of hope that everything might turn out
all right—we relented. There was no more fight
in us. We were as limp as pie dough, slumping
against each other as the nurse powered on her
digital camera. “I know it doesn’t feel like it
now,” the nurse said, “but everything happens for
a reason. This is all part of God’s plan.”
Robert’s skin was reddish pink at first. His tiny
almond-shaped eyes were fused shut, his ears
pinned to his head. As the nurse clicked away,
I noticed Robert beginning to change color; his
skin turned crimson and then became as purple as
a bruise and translucent as film. The blanket the
doctor had wrapped him in felt rough from too
many washings; it stuck to his skin. I fought the
urge to imagine how raw he would have felt if he
were still alive. The medical literature I consulted
months after we lost Robert said babies as young
as he was cannot perceive pain. I hope that’s true.
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After I handed Robert back to Ashley, she laid
him in her lap and studied him with weary, tired
eyes. She seemed transfixed, awestruck by his
tiny fingers, his clear toenails, and the grace of
his bony shoulders. She then picked him up and
held him close to her chest, as if all he needed was
some motherly love. The shutter clicked again
as I tried for the last time to think of something
encouraging to say, something wise and useful
enough that it would work to untangle the dark
knot I could sense forming in the pit of Ashley’s
stomach.
I hadn’t written a word about Robert until the last
full day of a week-long writing seminar I taught
for The War Horse in November 2018. I hadn’t
planned to write about him, either. I thought at the
time that my despair was still too mountainous.
But then one of the seminar participants, a
veteran, confided in me the details of a story she
desperately wanted to make sense of.

"...confided in
me the details
of a story she
desperately
wanted to make
sense of."
Sara is tall, like me, and slender, like I was before
college football left me with a bad back and 50
extra pounds. Her hair is brown and shoulder
length, her eyes blue and piercing. She has
pronounced cheekbones and pale skin, and when
she smiles, her right eye brow arches higher than
her left. Even though, like me, she is prone to
melancholy and can be laceratingly self-critical,
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she is kind and has a way of making others feel
comfortable in the most distressing situations.
The story Sara wanted to tell at the seminar is not
an easy one. When she was still in high school,
she discovered she was pregnant, and because she
had convinced herself that she was “unfit” to be a
mother at such a young age, she placed the child
for adoption. After high school, she joined the
Army and deployed to Iraq, where she produced
video news packages about her fellow service
members and coalition forces working together
to rebuild Iraq’s war-damaged infrastructure.
Sara is a survivor of military sexual trauma and
an open book when it comes to discussing her
post-traumatic stress.
A few months after she returned from her last
deployment, Sara met and fell in love with a
fellow Iraq War veteran named Andy. She had
told herself that she had been waiting for someone
like Andy with whom she could start a family and

prove, once and for all, her fitness as a mother.
Once they began trying to conceive, however,
Sara learned that she would likely never be able
to birth another child. Fortunately, Sara and her
husband were afforded the opportunity to adopt
a little boy.
She told me all of this in a common area near
a stone fireplace in one of the dorm buildings
where she and the other seminar participants
stayed during the seminar. She wasn’t sure where
to begin her story, she told me, and she wasn’t
sure how to end it either.
“That’s simple,” I said in my calm, professorial
tone. “What did you want? What was your
fundamental goal? Was it to be a mother? To find
unconditional love? To atone for whatever guilt
you felt after placing your child for adoption?”
I paused, waiting for her reply. The silence felt
heavy. Sara took a deep breath; her moist eyes
darted to the upper corner of the room above my
left shoulder. An open notebook blanketed her
lap; her hands gripped its front and back covers.
“I think what I wanted was to be seen as fit,” she
finally said, returning her gaze to me.
“What do you mean ‘fit’?”
“Like when I was a teenager,” Sara continued,
“I wasn’t ready to be a mother. I wasn’t fit. And
then, when I was in the military, the whole point
of everything you do is to be ‘fit for duty.’
“And the things that make you fit for duty are not
necessarily the same characteristics or qualities
that make you fit to be a mother.”
“Tell me more about that,” I said. The words
sounded painfully hackneyed as they left my
mouth. I was suddenly worried our conversation
was beginning to stray into an informal therapy
session.
“When Andy and I started the process of adopting,
I had to meet with a social worker one-on-one
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who was there to determine whether I should be
able to adopt a baby,” Sara began, “and I was so
worried that all of the stuff that happened with my
pregnancy and the sexual trauma I experienced
in the military and all the mental health issues I
had afterwards were going to affect her decision.
I was scared this social worker was going to tell
me I wasn’t fit to be a parent … still.”
She sniffled. Her cheeks tinted suddenly with
glowing pink patches as the memories swam
behind her eyes.
“So you wanted to be ‘fit,’” I said. I felt a soft
broken chord of muted anguish as I contemplated
what to say next. “Start there,” I finally said. “Start
with the idea that you weren’t fit to be a mother
when you were a teenager and how you had to
steel yourself against the types of thoughts and
behaviors that would make you unfit as a soldier
and how those experiences suddenly became
possible liabilities when you started the adoption
process. Without a goal like that—a goal you’re
trying to achieve—the story will fall flat. It won’t
have an arc.”
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She was scribbling in her notebook, moving as
quickly as I spoke.
“The end of your story,” I continued, “comes
when you either get what you wanted, don’t get
what you wanted, or stop wanting it all together.”
When she finished scribbling, Sara’s hands fell
into her lap like fallen logs. Such conversations
are as physically taxing as they are emotional.
“I lost a child, too,” I said after a beat. Sara’s
pale lips pulled tightly against her mouth; she
straightened her hunched spine. “Last summer.
My wife went into early labor; doctors don’t
know why.”
Unable to pull myself back, I told Sara how I
had been trying to figure out how to write about
Robert but that the narrative in my head didn’t
make enough sense and that I wasn’t sure where
to start.
“Well,” she said, “what did you want?”
In the weeks that followed our loss of Robert,
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Sometimes I wonder if I even have the right to
form memories of Robert. Sometimes I feel like
I’m grieving the loss of something I never really
had, and I can’t make sense of that. Other times
I wonder what he would have been like. Would
he have been thick-bodied like me? Or would he
have been long and lean like his mother? Blue
eyes or brown?
I want so badly to feel his breath on my bare chest
as he naps there under a warm blanket. I want to
teach him how to build a tower of blocks and to
dribble a basketball. I want to read him bedtime
stories and draw pictures with him at the dining
room table and push him down the sledding hill
in front of my mother’s lake home. I want to hear
him giggle and talk in his sleep and yell out for
a wipe or a Band-Aid or for help with fractions.
I want my son.
On the last evening of the writing seminar, Sara
encouraged me to read to the group what I had
feverishly written about Robert the morning
after our conversation. She said reading my story
first, before any of the other participants shared,
would show that I was willing to do what I was
asking them to do—to be vulnerable. The room
that evening was dim, illuminated by a snapping
fire on one side of the room and a few antique
lamps on the other. The participants and the rest
of the seminar staff formed an oval, sitting on
antique couches, dusty wingbacks, and creaky
wooden chairs.
I read aloud what I had experienced, how it had
made me feel, and how I was beginning to see
things differently with time and distance. While I
was writing earlier that morning, I realized that I
I found a way to resume my life in a universe
that felt irrevocably different. Well-meaning
friends and family tried to soften a grief I found
unbearable. Some reminded me that at least
Ashley and I both had our health, or that we
already had two beautiful children. Some told us
to be thankful for what we had and told me they
12

would pray for my strength. One person told me
that someday I’d look back on the day we lost
Robert and realize it was the start of something
better. Everything I was told was nothing but
impassioned arguments mistaking conviction for
evidence.
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was beginning to see Robert as the gift he was. I
had to remind myself that all gifts are temporary.
And when someone I love is grieving, I wrote,
I know now that I won’t spout off platitudes; I
know what it feels like to be on the receiving
end. I’m not going to compare or minimize or
search for silver linings or meaning to ennoble
suffering. I’m going to do what we do at War
Horse seminars: show up, bear witness, and grant
others the dignity of their own process.
As I approached the climax of the story, I could
hear tissues being plucked from boxes and the
occasional sniffle. I was afraid that if I looked up
from my computer I’d break into tears as well.
When I finished, there was a silence at first. Then
gentle rubs on my back and arms from those
sitting near me. Sara was sitting next to me on the
couch. We hugged. Others whispered kind words
from across the oval.
Over the next couple of hours, nearly all the
participants who spent a week with me thinking
deeply about their stories read their words aloud
to the group. As Sara read hers, I felt this sharp
sensation, like a slide coming into focus. It
was in that moment that I realized something
I had always told others was true, but had not
yet experienced as a writer: Stories of trauma
and loss and the lessons we pull from them can
lead to profound moments of understanding and
connectedness when these stories are shared.
By the time our gathering dispersed and each
participant left feeling lighter than they had all
week, I felt an almost primal connection to each
of them. And for the first time since my wife and I
lost Robert, I felt like I had received the response
I had needed all along.■

David Chrisinger is the director of writing seminars for The War Horse. In 2016, he edited an essay collection—See Me for Who I Am—that bridges the cultural gap that divides
veterans from the American people who have not served.
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on his phone. Another doctor arrives to take blood
and administer painkillers. He has my husband
bend over, pokes a suspicious red patch on his
buttocks, and declares it an abscess. Each person
enters quickly and leaves just as fast, gingerly
closing the curtains that envelope us in a corner
of the ER. I am sure that the room has grown
quieter since we arrived.

Carry Me Home

In the VA’s emergency room, Molly Pearl and her husband made the imperceptible
shift between soldier and patient, wife and caregiver.

Some hours in, the attending pathologist arrives.
She wears her authority in her stern expression
and white lab coat. Directives flow from her
mouth, what we must do and how we should
prepare. I cannot digest the message, though
my stomach twists against its own emptiness.
What about a viral infection? I remind her. It
is cancer, she says. Definitely acute, probably
lymphoblastic, she adds, as if the details lessen
the absurdity of the moment. She may as well
have handed me orders.

NOVEMBER 28, 2018 | MOLLY PEARL
The art of war is of vital importance to the
State. It is a matter of life and death, a road
either to safety or to ruin. …[It] is governed
by five constant factors … The Moral Law;
Heaven; Earth; The Commander; Method and
Discipline.
		-Sun Tzu, The Art of War
When he learned he had cancer my husband
said two things: First, “I wish I had died in
Afghanistan,” and then, “I should have been
better to you.” He sits on the edge of a hospital
bed, his hunched shoulders swaddled in an
oversized medical gown. I am lost between his
first statement and everything that follows. My
heart does not race. I do not panic. Instead, I ease
into myself, breathing deep against countless
years of holding it in. He speaks truth and I see
us then two unwilling participants in a hastily
brokered peace deal, enticed by relief of duty
and a promise to lay down arms. It occurs to
me that this is the closest he will ever come to
apologizing. I lean forward and he falls into
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me, his weight crumpling into my chest, sobs
wracking his body. This is how we make the
imperceptible shift between soldier and patient,
wife and caregiver.
The resident on call at the emergency room
is named Dr. Goud.* He is a distractingly
attractive South Asian man with a tattoo of a
snake that peeks out from the cuff of his scrubs.
He is young. Young enough that in another life,
under different circumstances, we might have
exchanged goodbyes at college graduation, him
leaving for medical school and us for the Army.
It is clear that Dr. Goud does not want to be
responsible for saying that my husband has
cancer. Instead, he explains white blood cell
counts and symptom clusters. Yes, it could be
cancer. It could also be an infection, not unlike
those seen in AIDS patients. The pattern of the
lymphocytes will determine this, but he must
consult a pathologist first. He leaves and my
husband Googles “white blood cells high count”

THE WAR HORSE

1. The Moral Law causes the people to be in
complete accord with their ruler, so that they will
follow him regardless of their lives, undismayed
by any danger.
My college years introduced me to critical analysis
and Marxist theory, cementing my disdain for the
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economic disparity that a prestigious education,
and its cost, only deepened for me. I protested
the war in Iraq. I occupied school buildings and
agitated for trade unions. I exhibited a severe
distrust for authority. My boyfriend shared these
sentiments, despite being an ROTC student. What
began as a chance encounter at a party turned into
a date, then a dinner, and grew into an exchange
of books and ideals. In dorm rooms with dimmed
lights, we debated the ethical implications of
using microloans to rebuild conflict-torn nations.
His conviction endeared me to him. But what I
debated, he lived. I did not yet understand the
desperation born of obligation—that he had
signed and dated in ink.

"I did not yet
understand the
desperation born
of obligation."
My education followed a slower path. I held no
romantic notions about being a military spouse, no
intentions to become a mechanism in the system
I loathed. Only love breeds such contradictions.
Those first years I willfully avoided my duties,
first finishing school and then choosing to pursue
a career in teaching far away from the military
base. Still, I mailed carefully curated packages
to Afghanistan, a carton of Marlboro Menthols
tucked between magazine pages. I listened too
closely to breaking news. I wished on every
fallen eyelash and every heads-up penny. Mostly
I waited.
But the military is a jealous lover, and the war his
most expedient tool. On a bright afternoon, while
I sat grading papers, my phone rang with the
familiar jumble of numbers that began with +93.
My husband’s voice sounded tinny against the
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thin signal but I could hear the desperation in his
words. He was supposed to be coming home soon,
and he wanted me to know that his nightmares
and shaking hands were already verging on a
diagnosis. He didn’t want to leave. He was not
finished, and he was planning on staying. He had
put his name in for a voluntary extension, seeking
another six months, and only told me after he’d
done so. I could not comprehend what answers
he would find, what they were worth in exchange
for our lives together. We did not end up debating
it. Command rejected him outright.
Not quite a year before we had lain on the floor in
my room holding each other gently and speaking
about the future. What will we do if you are hurt?
I had asked. I don’t remember how he answered,
only that he grew quiet and still at the implication.
So when he called I came, leaving behind career
and comfort to claim my role.

sweet, soft-shell crab smell that accompanied
burnt bodies. And as he filled me to the brim I
consented, shouldering the weight of a life not
lived but one that must be carried.
3. Earth comprises distances, great and small;
danger and security; open ground and narrow
passes; the chances of life and death.
Our therapist accuses me of having far too much
patience. The truth is that I like to play the long
game. It is not that I did not understand how
service, and deployment, would change us. No,
I willfully stared into the distance, relying on the
inevitability of movement that I only understood
as forward. Hundred-meter targets, my husband
would say, and I would smile and crack a joke.
Here’s the actual truth: I could never be with
someone I can’t argue with.

2. Heaven signifies night and day, cold and
heat, times and seasons.
Trauma flattens time. I do not remember many
details of the life we led after deployment. The
persistent sense of waiting remained and grew
to be as unbearable as the Louisiana heat. The
state’s entire seasonal cycle was drawn out
like an endless New York summer, a perpetual
fighting season. I watched as my husband’s
emotions flattened in accordance, measured only
by degree of anger. A sink full of dishes might
elicit a five-minute slew of obscenities. A trip
to the grocery store merited an hour of sharp
silence. A misunderstanding among friends
meant we should cancel our weekend plans in
New Orleans.
In those days I begged him to open up, to fill the
hole within myself that I had carved away over
months of separation. He obliged, recalling in
a steady tone how the sun would set behind the
jagged edges of a mountain, the purple stain of
twilight bleeding across the qal’ats. He picked
the label off a bottle of Abita and told me about
helicopters. About guns and knives, and the
16
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Our 400-meter target was New York, home. Back
there, far north of the swamps and valleys we
never staked claims on, we expected to discover
everything where we’d left it. Friends with their
noses buried in books, huddled in the smokers’
corner, clinging to each other’s alcohol-warmed
bodies. All time travelers have learned this
fallacy of hope. With high hopes, we settled in
17

a Brooklyn apartment where the circuit breaker
tripped every time we ran the air conditioner
while using the microwave. We had a roommate
to split the rent with. We had new dress clothes
and a history to build on. We would make it work.
I went back to school; a prearranged agreement
that, this time, my career would take precedence.
Six months elapsed before the war found us. It
first arrived in the form of a rejected application
for unemployment benefits. It came at night, in
vivid terrors, and more troublingly during the
days, which were marked by tense exchanges,
or silence. It gained definition in a disability
rating from the VA. And then, when the war had
eaten through his bones and regenerated itself
a thousand times over, the cells multiplying
beyond comprehension, it came in the form of a
diagnosis.

" I do not know
how to tell the
nurse that choices
don’t exist in this
place."
4. The Commander stands for the virtues of
wisdom, sincerity, benevolence, courage and
strictness.
The paperwork says his lymphocytes are 99
percent cancerous. As they prepare to transfer
us from the ER to the ICU, the nurse comes to
place an IV. She seems to pause, surveying our
circumstances. I do not know what she sees,
what prompts her words or how we are being
committed to her memories. But she leaves
with a gentle statement, You did the right thing,
coming to the hospital. We thought he had the flu,
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We don’t look at each other as we survey our
new surroundings, he from the bed, me from the
plastic-coated armchair. If I lean back a footrest
emerges, suggesting the slightest comfort
for a sleepless night. I do not intend to stay.
Somewhere in the past, five years or five hours
before, leaving meant something else. Something
I lacked the courage to do. But here, in the
middle of our war, I know what to do. I announce
my departure, gather my things, and kiss my
husband goodnight. I can still see his face, the
gutted expression, his helplessness pushing into
the spaces I’d cultivated years before. I do not
forgive myself for leaving. I think of all the times
he’s left and wonder if he ever forgave himself
for those.
5. By method and discipline are to be understood
the marshaling of the army in its proper
subdivisions, the graduations of rank among
the officers, the maintenance of roads by which
supplies may reach the army, and the control of
military expenditure.

but he had no health insurance, so I had assured
him we could simply walk into the ER at the VA
for a checkup. I do not know how to tell the nurse
that choices don’t exist in this place.
Being admitted means giving up freedom, even
to walk unaccompanied to the elevator and arrive
at your single-occupancy critical care room,
its sliding glass doors angled into the hallway
to ensure observation. So we wait dutifully for
the transport and arrive via wheelchair. Proper
lifting technique is applied. A new gown issued.
Samples taken, IV bags hooked up. The monitors
begin their gentle beeping, a single sound that
will grow into a cacophony over the next year. A
proposed chemotherapy schedule is taped to the
whiteboard below a welcome message: Today is
February 2nd, 2014. Your nurse is Yvette.

THE WAR HORSE

I step out into the funnel of icy wind on 23rd
Street and balance a cigarette on my cracked lips,
cupping my hands around the end and inserting
the lighter to protect the flame. It is a field-tested
method, just like my husband taught me. I find
my phone and call my mother. It is dark out, and I
have no concept of where I am between dusk and
dawn. I call again. On the third try she wakes and
her sleep-croaked voice calls out, familiar and
comforting, What’s wrong?! I tell her, folding
into the space I know is there, carved out by the
pain of my birth, that she always holds for me.

"...and I wonder
if he ever forgave
himself..."
Over the phone I hear her get up from the bed,
my father’s half-sleeping questions and her curt
reply. She is moving. I hear the creak of the stairs
and a rustling, and I know she is reaching for
her nursing textbooks, flipping through pages to
check blood results and hypothesize prognoses.
Are they sure it isn’t viral? she asks. Yes, I say.
The white blood cell count is over 100,000. It is
cancer.
I must move too. I chain-smoke my way down
First Avenue, my exposed right hand an icy burn,
my boots soaking up melting snow. It’s nine
blocks, down the stairs, and into the echo of the
subway station. A train arrives and I sit, eyes
straining against the unnatural fluorescent lights.
My comrades and I stare into the darkness of the
tunnel, avoiding each other’s presence in that
way only New Yorkers can, the way I am always
grateful for. We speed under the East River
toward Brooklyn, to my apartment where the cat
hasn’t been fed since morning. Toward the Social
Security office, Medicaid forms, the packing and
moving and planning that I know must be done.
Not out of obligation, or choice, but love. ■
*Editor’s Note: Dr. Goud is a pseudonym.

Molly Pearl is a social worker and veteran spouse/caregiver. She is passionate about
economic justice, dis/ability, and exploring the space between science fiction and reality.
She resides in Brooklyn with her husband and cats.
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inside me deserved more. And that more, for me,
was choosing adoption.
Although I knew I made the right decision, after
placing my child into the loving arms of her new
parents, my heart needed extra protection, so I
shielded it. Kind of like when the military began
up-armoring all of its vehicles in an attempt to
prevent catastrophic damage to its precious cargo
after 9/11.

Removing My Armor

How a former Army videographer learned to cope with trauma
and rebuild her life.
JUNE 12, 2019 | SARA POQUETTE
Disassociation. Easily a top choice for describing
my coping mechanism before age 30, and one that
I can flawlessly slip back into like a favorite pair
of sweatpants. Fear, emotional invalidation, and
the authoritarian rule in my childhood home left
little room for being present over perfect. Don’t
get me wrong; there was love in my family. Just
not a lot of the kind I needed. So I went looking
elsewhere.
At 15, I stood awkwardly tall at 5 feet, 11 inches
with Casper-like skin and mousy brown hair.
A people-pleasing, uncoordinated cheerleader
desperate for attention, I fell hard and fast for a
boy a few years older than me. It was a rapid kind
of love. One that, at the time, I hoped would be a
forever kind of love.
I found myself pregnant just shy of my sophomore
year in high school, and I had a decision to make
that would catapult me into adulthood before I
could legally obtain a driver’s license. I was
scared out of my mind. Was my father going to
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kill me? What would happen to my boyfriend?
What do I do with the life growing inside me?

When the Twin Towers fell, I had just returned
from basic training and was a freshman
undergrad. There were few options available to
pay for my education, but I was determined to
be the first in my family to go to college. And
I wanted my birth daughter to be proud of me.
My father told me a four-year degree was a waste
of money. I was going anyway, and the Army
National Guard provided the vehicle for me to do
so. One weekend a month, two weeks a year for
six years, and my college would be paid in full.
In between classes, I dutifully participated in my
monthly Army obligation, waiting for leadership
to give the orders that it was my turn to go to

war —a citizen-soldier, excited and terrified of
what I’d gotten myself into. It’s an incredible
and complex thing, the human body. Readying
for battle before the mind can comprehend how
it got there and how it will survive in the middle
of chaos.

"It’s an
incredible and
complex thing,
the human body."
But I’d found love again, in the midst of history
and English classes and cultivating my newest
skillset of being a military broadcast journalist.
He was a Marine stationed a thousand or so miles
away from me. We’d met online before online
dating was a thing. Again, I fell hard and fast.
This time, I was certain, would be it. We got
engaged a month before he headed to Iraq for the

My mom told me she would support whatever
decision I made. And she did. Early one morning,
and before my father knew anything, we drove
into the parking garage of an abortion clinic in
my hometown of Madison, Wisconsin, passing a
flock of angry protestors with signs and photos of
dismembered fetuses. The doctor told me I was
four to five weeks along. On my way out, I made
an appointment for the procedure. It was on the
books.
But I couldn’t quite shake the overwhelming
instinct that I couldn’t go through with it.
I knew from a young age that I wanted to be a
mother. And my body was telling me it was ready
to birth a child at 16, even though my heart, mind,
and life were ill-prepared for that experience. In a
church parking lot, my mother and I sat and made
a phone call I will never regret. The life growing
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invasion and broke it off shortly after he returned
a different person and as I was signing out a SAPI
plate and M-16 rifle for my own deployment.
We couldn’t quite let go of each other, though.
The last straw for our relationship was a Dear
Jane email I found in my inbox three-quarters of
the way through my deployment. It was over. I
buried my heart in the desert sand.
Less than a month later, I was sitting in the back
of a Stryker vehicle conducting reconnaissance
at the Mosul Public Safety Academy grounds. I
looked to my left and saw, through the vehicle’s
indoor video monitor, a cloud-shaped fire ball.
I felt the pressure wave throw me backward in
a matter of seconds. Debris, smoke, and flames
came roaring inside, and our air gunner fell into
his seat. Rules of engagement at the time were to
drive through an explosion. Yelling, confusion,
and chaos ensued as we drove to safety. I didn’t
know it at the time, but I sustained a traumatic

brain injury from the impact. And one of the young
non-commissioned officers had the audacity to
blame the entire situation on me, since I was the
only female in the convoy. “You’re bad juju,”
he said. I reacted the only way acceptable at the
time, simply laughing out loud and shaking it off,
thinking what a jackass this guy was.
Several years and another deployment later,
I was back home and trying to move on. Sex
was something I could control and provided a
temporary outlet when everything around me
was spinning. With unprocessed trauma and a
lingering void in my heart, I tried rekindling a
former flame. He was a Marine too. One night I
was in his bed when suddenly fear set in; he was
stronger than me and drunk. I had been drinking
too, but I said no. Several times. But he was too
strong and already an angry man—I didn’t want
to make anything worse. I checked out. Finally,
he stopped, rolled over, and passed out. I got up

and hoped one of his roommates would see me
in the hallway so I could fall to the floor and get
some help. What I got was a urinary tract infection
and another wound I’d stuff away behind all that
reinforced steel around my heart.

that he wanted nothing to do with me at the time.
“I don’t want to be back here in five years going
through this again with you,” I remember my
friend telling me. “You have to decide if you
want to be married and then do it.”

A month later, working on a project for the
Wisconsin National Guard, I was paired with a
soldier named Andy who was far more talented
on the computer than I would ever be. And he
made me laugh. Hard. And he was cute. But I
was done with men, or so I thought. Andy was
different. He was patient when it mattered most
and he saw in me what I had desperately been
searching to find about myself. It took me a long
time to believe I was worthy of the love I had
been dreaming about since I was a little girl, and
now he was standing right in front of me giving
it willingly. It didn’t matter to Andy that I had a
mess of mental health issues strapped to me like
my M-16 in a combat zone. He loved me anyway.

At my mother’s house where I was recovering
after my hospital stay, Andy showed up and
offered me one of the greatest gifts: forgiveness.
He said that we would work through everything
together, but that I needed to get help and, most
importantly, forgive myself too.

About a year after we were married, I made the
decision, with Andy’s support, to meet with my
ex-fiancé and gain the closure I thought I needed.
I wanted to be free from the pain I believed had
started with him. But a flood of tangled emotions
abruptly confronted me as I finally sat across
from my former love who wanted to kiss me. I
learned later that I did what I had always done
in intense moments like this: I checked out. And
this time, checking out meant kissing him back.
The emotional carnage left after that encounter
was too much for me to handle. I’d hurt the one
person I cared about most in the world—the one
thing I never wanted to do. When I told Andy
what happened, he took off my wedding ring and
stormed out of our home. I suffered a panic attack
that landed me at the VA hospital with a heart rate
of 163. I spent the night on the inpatient mental
health floor, violently sick to my stomach and
wondering how I got there and what I had just
done.
My mother and a dear friend rushed to be by my
side. I really wanted Andy there, but I understood
22
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" ...I needed to
get help and,
most importantly,
forgive myself too."
Instead of wearing layers of armor always
waiting for that next metaphorical car bomb to
go off, I now needed to make my own rules of
engagement and travel this journey completely
exposed. No up-armored Humvee to lessen the
blow in the driver’s seat of my life.
The only way for me to do that was through
therapy. I’d been to counseling sessions before
but never anything structured and with a strict
requirement to confront all of my pain.
For the next four years, I did two rounds of
cognitive processing therapy, and it saved me.
I had never felt so raw and vulnerable in my
entire life. But my heart, my marriage, and my
future were worth it to me. Between all the tears,
fear, mental effort, and anxiety through weekly
therapy sessions, Andy and I finally were in a
place to take the next step for our lives together.
We wanted to have a baby.
After a year of trying with no success, we heard
23

the words I’d dreaded most in the world: “You
have diminished ovarian reserve,” the fertility
expert said. She delivered the mother of all
bombs to me—my body’s inability to carry a
child despite everything I had done to get to this
moment. She told us it wasn’t impossible, but
conceiving came with extreme risk and would
require reproductive assistance.

" It would have
been easy for me
to add armor
back around my
heart..."
I felt betrayed, sad, and scared. Was this because
my window of fertility took place before my sweet
16th birthday? Was it hereditary? Was it repeated
complex trauma, or the constant barrage of burn
pits in Iraq that made my eggs now hazardous
material? There was no rhyme or reason from
what the doctor could tell me. No evidence that
could scientifically satiate my need for answers.
It would have been easy for me to add some of
that armor back around my heart. But I’d worked
hard to reverse those instincts. Although grief
and loss never fully go away, therapy taught me I
could lessen the emotional load and carry it with
me more effectively. There was no other option
for me at this point. Get back in the driver’s seat,
Sara. And I did exactly that.
“I’m really scared to tell you something, and I’m
paralyzed by what you’ll say in return,” I said
to the adoption social worker. She held Andy’s
and my fate of becoming parents in her hands.
I readied myself for battle while simultaneously
sharing my darkest truths. “I’ve had a really
difficult past, and I’m worried all of that will
24

disqualify me and us from having a baby.”
Without hesitation, and with sincere compassion,
the gray-haired, stout, and bespectacled woman
leaned forward clasping her hands together on
my dining room table and said to me, “My role
isn’t about judging you based on what happened
to you. I want to know how you cope and use
your strengths to move forward throughout life.”
She followed her gentle words by asking how I
had dealt with being a birth mother at 16, going
to war at 21, and coming home to start a new
life. I tiptoed through explaining that during each
of those periods, I had chosen to place layers of
armor around my heart to steel myself against all
the pain.
But now I was finally in a place where I chose
to be vulnerable in spite of not knowing what
the outcome would be. That decision alone was
a victory for me, and I held onto hope that my
baby was coming.
Not long after that conversation, a seven pound,
four ounce bundled sack of sugar was placed in
my arms, and in less than the second it takes for
the audible click of a camera’s shutter, I fell in
love.
Days went by and I’d slowly lowered the need
to shield myself from more pain, all in effort to
make room for the little boy lying on my chest,
breathing magical sounds that soothed my soul.
When the adoption finalization day came upon
us, layers upon layers of armor fell to the floor
like the ease of removing my flak vest after a
long mission.
I wouldn’t trade any part of my life. It has all
brought me to where I am today. And every day
isn’t always rainbows and unicorns. But I’m
a birth mom to a now beautiful young woman
and close with her wonderful parents, a wife to
an amazing and strong man, and a mama to my
incredible and joyous son. That forever kind of
love is more beautiful than I imagined. And now
it’s mine.■
THE WAR HORSE

Sara Poquette served in the Wisconsin Army National Guard’s 139th and 112th Mobile
Public Affairs Detachments in Madison from 2001-2012. She now lives in Colorado
with her husband and son.
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of the heating system kicking on. Papers were
scattered over my desk, and from my window, I
watched a spry grandmother push a stroller down
the sidewalk.
I had received a text from a former colleague.
DeyQuawn had been shot in the night. And he
was dead.

The Two Hundred and Fiftieth
A military spouse, formerly a teacher, reflects on
losing a student to gun violence.
AUGUST 21, 2019 | JOANNA GULDIN-NOLL
need a seat or a dinner. “C’mon, Ms. G.,” he said,
his eyes smiling and bright.

In the darkened funeral home, I stared at my
former student, my heart and head pounding so
crazily that, for a moment, I worried that I might
go into cardiac arrest. The stale air clouded the
room, smelling faintly of perfume and cologne,
teenagers and hair product, of other viewings and
other crowding people.

That summer, I left my job and that part of my
life in the sweltering morass of Baltimore.

DeyQuawn had been full of laughter that day,
a huge grin easily cracking his face. He asked
me about my fiancé, who was serving a year
deployment to Afghanistan. I still had time to
invite him to the wedding, DeyQuawn said. He
could sit on the floor and eat Oreos—he didn’t
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Not again, I thought. Another student, Mike,
had been murdered in his car in front of his
grandmother’s house the year before.
Suddenly exhausted, I crawled into bed and
shook with sobs.

They buried him with a football tucked into the
casket.

It had been two years since I had last seen
DeyQuawn. He had graduated and was working
as a bike messenger and attending community
college. He had come back to my classroom to
visit because I was leaving my job and Baltimore.

I Googled frantically, combing through search
results to find something. But soon Facebook
posts began appearing on my newsfeed. My
former students offered distraught recollections
and pictures. In my beige-walled home office, I
was worlds away from my old life.

And now I stood at his casket where his hands
clasped a football.
I could only think that the gunshot that killed him
obliterated his jerseyed chest. That he had spent
so much time after school working out with the
track and football teams and often found his way
into my classroom after school, taking a break to
say hi, chest heaving. Running by my classroom
yelling, “Hi, Ms. G.!” through the open doors.
That he had laughed from that chest and—when
I called him out on laziness after not reading a
book or trying to slink by without doing his best
work—he had sighed from that chest, too.
Just days before, I sat in our quiet apartment, a
few hours from Baltimore, listening to the whir
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Two years later at a military and first–responders
spouse retreat, I sat in a room while the leader
announced one of our activities for the week:
trap shooting. This would be something we could
do with our husbands to understand their world,
as members of the military. It could be a point
of entry for a conversation, a way to strengthen
our marriages. And a night at the shooting range
would be a date night he’d enjoy too.
I looked around the room at the battle-weary
spouses—most of whom had husbands with PTSD
or had been impacted by war and violence. During
the sessions, I was guiltily and conspicuously
silent: John, while having served in Afghanistan
for a year, did not have the bloodstained stories
that were expected. John came home from his year
away, and we had moved on with our lives. Not
because we couldn’t talk about it; not because we
were hiding anything. Except for a few mortar
rounds that had been tossed across the wire, there
was no carnage and horror that everyone seemed
to assume he had seen. In fact, my experience as
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a teacher in Baltimore had a higher body count
than John’s deployment to a war zone.
I thought of that as the facilitator spoke about
her personal empowerment when, at an earlier
event, she had gone beyond her comfort zone and
picked up a rifle. The other women in the circle
smiled and nodded.

"...my experience
as a teacher in
Baltimore had
a higher body
count than John’s
deployment to a
war zone."
I pushed down the need to apologize, to question
why they had chosen me and flown me out.
Instead, I sat quietly and respectfully, hoping that
no one would guess my secret.
Later in the evening, I sat with Monica—my
roommate for the week—in our shared room. The
tiny heater ticked, trying to keep out the damp
chill of late September in Wyoming. “I can’t do
this,” I said in a low tone, worried that I would
be overheard. “It’s not that I’m afraid. It’s that I
don’t want to do it.”
Even though we had dated while I taught in
Baltimore, John’s visits on the weekend were
filled with excursions to points of interest—Fort
McHenry, the Inner Harbor, Edgar Allen Poe’s
grave. On the phone at night, I would tell him
stories about my students, their insights, the
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hilarious things they had done in class. When I
broke up a fight and was punched in the face,
he orchestrated a magical weekend of activities.
We chaperoned prom together at M&T Bank
Stadium. He listened and offered advice and let
me go on far too long about the curriculum I was
developing. Still, he wasn’t with me, immersed
in my school and in the lives of my students.
But now, he was there with me, in the car, ready
to step into what used to be my world. As we
peeled off 95 and headed into the bowels of
Baltimore, I mentioned little things—the left
I would have taken to get to school, the library
where my Poetry Out Loud students competed,
how a very large part of me missed everything
about teaching in Baltimore.
The autumnal glow of the sunset turned the streets
golden. After the four-hour drive to Baltimore,
we sat in the parked car for a beat. I took a few
deep breaths.
“Okay,” John said, taking off his sunglasses and
putting them away.
“Let’s go,” I said.
The funeral home’s parking lot was large, faint
city noises carrying in the air. A few car lengths
away, I noticed a lanky and sinewy young
man. Nolan. One of my former students and
DeyQuawn’s inseparable best friend.
We walked over. I said hello and introduced my
husband.
Nolan looked at his feet and the cracked, broken
pieces of blacktop. He called me Ms. G., but
there was no other familiarity in that moment. I
was another teacher who had packed up and left.
He owed me nothing.
I must have said something more, but now, all
I can remember is the drowning feeling in my
chest.
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“I don’t see race”: It’s such an easy, wellmeaning, but dismissive thing that white people
say. The truth was, after five years of teaching in
Baltimore City, I saw race and the intersection
of race and poverty every day with increasing
clarity. My students told me about the times they
had been followed by shop clerks around stores
until they left. That police cars would tap their
bikes from the back, sending them careening to
the ground on busy streets. A handful had been
incarcerated. Others saw their parents through
glass windows. And I wept in my apartment after
a student had confronted me, asking me why the
high school the next county over had French and
drama classes and a brand-new building and our
school had none of those things.

“She has a smart head on her shoulders,” a parent
would say.
“Life is hard, but he can get out,” another said.
These were parents and guardians who worked
two, sometimes three, jobs. Who saw the broken,
crumbling, forgotten streets and buildings of
their city and wished for something better.
“Ms. G., if you need to, you smack him,” a parent
told me over the phone one time. “For the time
he’s in your classroom, he’s your child. Do what
you need to.”
But smacking and after-school study sessions

and best wishes still couldn’t deceive those
strong, gripping fingers or shield my students
from bullets.
At the spouse retreat, we sprawled in a circle,
wide windows leading out to the Grand Tetons
bringing light into the rustic lodge. Tissues were
passed back and forth as wives shared their fears
and frustrations, the difficulties that came with
being married to men who ran toward danger.
But I couldn’t stop thinking of my former students
and the trauma they most certainly endured.
Where were the all-expenses-paid retreats in the

"I wanted my
students to see
themselves as
their best selves."
I wanted my students to see themselves as their
best selves—ones who could use their education
as a way to accomplish their goals. Students
like DeyQuawn made it easy to believe that the
long, grasping tendrils of violence would slip
by them, reaching toward those—drug dealers,
gang members, criminals—who seemed more
“deserving” of a Dickensian comeuppance.
Students like DeyQuawn made the lie believable
for everyone—the students who worked hard
and dreamed of college, the teachers who felt the
grip of the city and worked desperately against
it, the grandparents and parents who came to my
classroom, telling me to do whatever I could to
get their kid on the right path.
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peaceful recesses of national parks for my students? The counseling help? When
I was teaching, a 10th grader had been murdered on the street. There was one
school psychologist for a student body of 1,000. As a classroom teacher, I had no
mandated trauma training, no instruction or direction; I hadn’t even been told that
a student was murdered the night before. I only learned about it as students came
sobbing into my classroom, sitting at ages-old desks.
When DeyQuawn was left to bleed out on his kitchen floor, he was the 250th
homicide victim in Baltimore in a year that ended with 344. During that same year,
22 U.S. service members are listed as in-theater fatalities.
Those who grieve are all worthy of help and all lives lost are to be mourned,
but I felt the yawning discrepancy acutely, there in the shadow of the mountains,
as acutely as the half-moon marks my fingernails were wearing into my tightly
clenched palms.
“Is this coming from a place of fear?” the facilitator asked me. I felt like a child
trying to get out of phys ed class. “No,” I said. “I don’t want to participate in …”
I searched for a word. I explained that, to date, I had four former students shot to
death.
“OK,” she said, then mentioned that she would hate to see me miss the opportunity
to find some closure or empowerment through the activity. And she pointed out
that I could find healing in telling the other women why I would not participate.
She encouraged me to say something to the rest of the group, that they would
understand. That it could be a moment of healing for everyone.

"I felt the yawning
discrepancy acutely, there
in the shadow of the mountains..."

Sitting on the cold, metal benches in late September in Wyoming, I watched the
other retreat attendees swing their shotguns against the sky, following with their
barrels the arcing clay disks. In the growing shadows, the reports sang across the
meadow and against the mountains and were followed by laughter and celebration
as bullets caught a fragment of the disc and exploded the clay in a pop of surprise
and activity.
The mountain air was clean and cool, and I shrank into my sweatshirt, hoping no
one would notice I had not taken my turn. Another shot. And another. And another.
I thought of my students: the ones who were alive and the ones who were dead. I
looked out toward the broken clay pieces in the field’s dying grass. ■
Joanna Guldin-Noll lives in Central Pennsylvania with her husband, John, who served in Afghanistan from 2012-2013. Joanna has worked in the public, private, and nonprofit sectors and
has been published by digital and print publications including
Urbanite, The Huffington Post, and Military Spouse. Currently,
she is the social media manager for Military.com.
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“No, but I think you’ll be happy with it.”
The tears were already welling up and I could
feel the lump in my throat as I barely choked out,
“Thank you, I appreciate your consideration, but
I’m not in a position to move for the job.”
I know he was confused, and I was probably
glossing over some niceties, but I had to get off
the phone before I lost it.
I was a good military spouse. My husband’s job
took precedence, and I knew I had to be the stable
parent for our son until he was in school full time,
so I waited my turn. But this was supposed to be
my time and once again, his career effectively
torpedoed mine before it had a chance to take off.

Forced Pivots

How the founder of the National Military Spouse Network
reignited her career after years out of the workforce.
SEPTEMBER 4, 2019 | SUE HOPPIN
Being strapped to a polygraph machine may have
unnerved most people, but sitting across from the
FBI interrogator, I felt nothing but elation. After
14 years of waiting, this was the last hurdle that
remained between me and my dream job. Every
click and scratch of the needles as they glided
across the paper gauging my responses to the
barrage of questions was bringing me one step
closer to the end of a long journey.
Though I was coming to it over a decade after
graduating from college, I was finally tripping
merrily along the path that I had laid out for
myself. My husband’s military career had finally
brought us back to my town—Washington,
D.C. With this FBI interview, I was picking up
where I left off before the military had sent us
to assignments around the globe. Mentally, I was
already checking off that “get an adult job” box.
The weeks following that final step of the
polygraph test dragged on interminably. After
years of doing volunteer work or working part-
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time jobs paying low hourly wages, I started
envisioning how a real job with a salary and
benefits would change our lives. When the call
finally came, I had already whipped myself
up into a state of anticipation. So close to the
realization of a lifelong dream, my nerves were
on a hair-trigger.
“Congratulations on passing the interview, Ms.
Hoppin. We would like to offer you a position as
a counterintelligence analyst with the FBI.”
Yes! Euphoria! But wait, he wasn’t done talking…
Someone else had been offered the D.C. job, but
they wanted to offer me the exact same job in a
different location.
Are you kidding me? Six months invested into
this interview process and this is where we ended
up? He had more to say, but I rudely interjected
because I already knew what was coming next,
“Is this job in the DC area?”

THE WAR HORSE

Like many girls in my generation, I grew up on
a steady diet of fairy tales, rom-coms, and happy
endings; but when I met my Prince Charming,
my professional life went to shit. Starting a
career in my 40s had never been in the vision of
how I thought my life was going to play out. I
was supposed to go to law school or get a job
in government, and start putting my degree in
international relations to use. My language skills
were finally going to come in handy and I would
be surrounded by people doing interesting,
meaningful things. This last disappointment was
a huge setback. I had already invested 18 months
just looking for a job. Now I couldn’t take the
one I was offered and wanted. Eighteen months
searching for a career, a purpose, the same
amount of time we could be assigned to a duty
station before getting orders to move to another
one.
Toward the beginning of the job search, I had
met a lobbyist working for a military-focused
nonprofit. Intrigued, I had passed along my
résumé and asked her to keep me in mind for
any volunteer opportunities. Since I had already
started the interview process with the FBI, I
wasn’t looking for a job. That didn’t stop them
from calling me twice to ask me to come in for an
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interview. I finally called back. I was just ready
to work. I didn’t even care what the job was. A
quick round of interviews and a couple of weeks
later, I found myself working an admin position.
With a master’s degree. And grateful to be doing
it.

"this was
supposed to be
my time and
once again, his
career effectively
torpedoed mine"
Sitting at that desk, effectively taking on the
role of the gatekeeper for our department, I
struggled to find enough work to fill up an eighthour workday. While I was happy to be finally
gainfully employed, I was bored. Before long, I
had automated my job and worked up a proposal
for my boss.
The association had a problem. It was losing its
core membership of WWII veterans and needed to
rebuild its roster with Post-9/11 servicemembers
to remain relevant. Unlike retirees, those in
active duty were not necessarily interested in
the offerings. But their spouses were. Since they
were paying me anyway, why not let me pilot
some programs to help them reach their goals?
Five whirlwind years followed that resulted
in my creating a military spouse program. We
developed award-winning publications, held
events, drafted legislation geared specifically to
military spouses, and created a Military Spouse
Advisory Council. I had infiltrated a male-
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dominated organization that had ignored military
spouses for the first 75 years of its existence and
managed to make our population relevant to
them.
Quick promotions followed and with them, seats
at progressively bigger tables. I went from being
the administrative assistant to briefing the board.
They literally broke down walls to build me an
office and promoted me to the same level as the
retired male colonels that made up the bulk of
the association leadership. Finally, after all the
stops and starts, I had gotten the job, the office,
the salary, the benefits, and the prestige.
But it came at a cost. For every promotion and
accolade I received, I endured at least as many
humiliating meetings that ended with people
screaming at me across a table because we
were effecting change at a rapid rate and not
everyone was on board. I remember one meeting
in particular where I was being called to task
by a director slamming his fists so forcefully on
the glass top of the conference table that I was
afraid it was going to shatter. He loomed over

me, screaming, his face getting redder by the
minute, spit flying out of his mouth as he tried to
make some point I couldn’t hear because I was
mortified to be getting chewed out in front of my
peers.
Every success would come with more pushback.
I was addicted to the impact we were having, but
worn down by the constant battles, processes,
and limitations of being a cog in the machine.
How could you simultaneously love and hate
something so much? I was not in a good place.
But after 14 years of resenting my husband for
dragging us around the world to assignments
where I’d have zero career prospects and all the
arguments about lost opportunities, like the FBI,
I sure as hell was not about to admit that maybe I
wasn’t cut out for the workforce.
At the time, I had a mentor recognize how
miserable I was. He told me that my idea of what
a meaningful career looks like was entirely off
and that I didn’t need a traditional 9-5 job filled
with office politics at a large government entity
to be successful. He went on to say that I had

a very specific superpower that allowed me to
connect dots that other people couldn’t even see.
I had never considered having such a skill set
and wouldn’t be able to name it anyway, so until
that moment, I certainly didn’t value it. But, if
smarter people thought I had something to offer,
I knew I could make the jump from the traditional
workforce to entrepreneurship.
I founded the National Military Spouse Network
in 2010 to help professional military spouses
develop flexible careers they could perform from
any location. My very first client was the Air
Force’s Air Combat Command. Associations and
corporate clients followed. I had found my niche
and was finally hitting my stride.

"I had found my
niche and was
finally hitting my
stride."

With the benefit of hindsight, I can now clearly
see that things didn’t start coming together until
I spent some time figuring out what was really
important to me. I wouldn’t be comfortable with
where I am today without a certain level of selfawareness that stemmed from trying to make
sense of all the forced pivots. Military spouses
today represent the gamut of generations and
experience, but one thing we all understand is a
pivot.

In the past decade, I have been honored to have
been called on multiple times to advise the White
House, congressional members, nonprofits, and
corporations. I was the first Asian American
appointed to the Air Force Academy Board of
Visitors and younger than my peers by at least a
decade when I showed up on Day 1, anxious and
wondering what I could possibly offer. Six years
later, I finished serving a term as vice chairman.

How many times have we been forced to zig
when we wanted to zag? What I didn’t understand
when I was in the middle of a crisis or transitional
period was how my pivots actually led me to
a better career than one I could have imagined
for myself. I pushed through the insecurities of
reentering the workforce and found my passion.
But the pivots I hated, resented, and fought
against led me to a life of purpose, which is what
I had been seeking all along. ■

Sue Hoppin is a nationally recognized expert on military spouse and family issues working to bridge the cultural gap between government, private and public groups, and military communities. She is an advocate, published author, and consultant with more than
20 years of experience and expertise in military community programs. Hoppin is also a
War Horse Writing Seminar Fellow from 2018.
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Moving Again. And Again.
It’s not easy to start over in a new place.
JULY 1, 2020 | SARAH SCHMIDT
With the moving truck loaded, I stand in the
driveway with another PCS binder tucked under
my arm, finding myself halfway past indignation
and on my way to acceptance. Realizing I’m
holding my breath, I exhale. Fuck. I walk back
inside to the two-story home in rural Illinois that
we moved into just 11 months earlier. I walk past
the disaster of a toy room, where our kids spend
most of their time; then past our neatly kept living
room, where I control the chaos; to the kitchen,
where I slide a bottle of vodka over the top of
the refrigerator and into my hand. I pour myself
a drink and allow myself to feel both defeated
and exhausted. I slump back into the tufted gray
couch we bought after our last overseas tour
and call my mom, trying to sound as strong and
resilient as I am “supposed to be” as a military
spouse.
In 11 years I have always unpacked both our
household goods and my entire being. Though
I’m completely dedicated—but not always
gracefully—to the life as a military spouse, I
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know my life in boxes never allows my highstrung, anxious self to breathe. I think that’s why
it’s so devastating every time the moving truck
shows up again, because I’ve invested even when
my heart should have known better.

thought our family needed after a stressful and
tumultuous three years overseas. It was literally
just what my soul craved. But I was beginning
to feel—you know that saying—“You can’t go
home again” had come true. Months into our
time back “home,” as we moved further into the
cold and isolating winter months, I found myself
without work, but not for a lack of trying, and
without friends. I would aimlessly roam the aisles
at Target with a gleeful toddler in the cart and
a cute little preschooler happily chatting along
beside me, while smiling obnoxiously at every
other person passing by, like a desperate junkie
in need of a fix, with the hope that they would see
me or notice I needed a friend, because my ego
wouldn’t let me say it out loud.
As a military family, we are taught to adapt
and overcome, but I was failing miserably. Our
children took swim lessons at the YMCA. My
son was placed in a parent/tot swim class where
all of the moms knew each other. They were often
together for playgroups and music classes and
yoga. Even the swim instructor knew this group
of moms, and she doted on their toddlers. I made
up the lesson on my own, floated my toddler
around the pool, singing the only sea animal
song I could remember, over and over again by
myself, despite the small talk I tried to make with
the others to become one of them.

When my husband started recruiting duty a
couple of years ago, I was excited about the
idea of being back in the Midwest. Even more
so, in Wisconsin, a place my husband and I both
called home, in a place where my children could
be among other children who had no military
connection and people who would be welcoming,
because “Midwest nice” is a real thing. Recruiters
and their families are embedded in every single
sleepy little civilian town, and that is where
we found ourselves next, miles from any base
reminiscent of our military community. It felt SO
refreshing.

"...a new person
arrives and departs
as often as planes
on a runway."

Being back in the Midwest, around people who
loved raising their families at a quieter pace and
understood Midwest values, was exactly what I

Military spouse friendships are ever evolving; a
new person arrives and departs as often as planes
on a runway. But when you’re in your 30s, and in
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a place where friendship circles among civilians
develop in a dramatically different way, everyone
already has “their people” and, quite frankly,
it never really seems like they need one more.
Adding a new person to an established group is
uncomfortable. History among a group has the
same complexity and delicate layers as a cake,
and military friendships are no different. But
in military circles, we adjust and accommodate
because of the underlying common thread that
puts us in the position of having to find new
friends in the first place. Inserting yourself into
a civilian circle that doesn’t have the typical ebb
and flow of military life is like filling a delicately
layered cake after it’s already been frosted.
On the first day of school, as parents, we send our
kids out the door in their best dresses, and sparkle
shoes, and their backpacks, encouraging them to
be kind and make new friends, especially with
someone who seems scared and alone, because
military kids find themselves in that situation all
the time. I think that is something we could be
better at as adults, remembering what it’s like to
be new. For military spouses, the first day at a
new duty station, it’s not any different than our
kid’s first day of school.
On alternate days, our daughter took a preschool
group swim lesson where I was less involved. I
would sit on an old out-of-place wooden dining
room chair, drinking crappy coffee from a crappy
cup, and watching, from the crappy corner of the
observation window, as my daughter bravely
conquered her fears, while I sat alone thinking
about mine.
Behind me, on these days, sat a group of senior
citizens around a donated secondhand oval oak
table, gossiping in the most charming way that
only people of a certain age can get away with.
Occasionally, they would greet or make small
talk with a passerby, only to follow it up with a
blunt and snarky comment amongst themselves
just out of earshot. The discarded newspapers
in neat piles around them reminded me of my
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grandfather sitting at a table with similarly
discarded newspapers in neat piles.
As my daughter was learning how to back float
one morning, the hot topic of the group was the
upcoming and emotionally charged political
elections. They talked animatedly about the
direction our country was headed in, hinting
about who they would back but keeping their
cards close to their chest. The discussion turned
a bit to what this election would mean for our
service members, and how much pride they had
for them, as some of them had served too. My
curiosity was suddenly piqued and for the first
time in months, I felt a connection in a place
where I had felt lonely.
At once I heard myself chime in, accidentally
commenting out loud instead of in my head,
as usual. I don’t remember and can’t possibly
imagine what witty comment I could have made
that drew their attention, but soon I found myself
“invited” to sit with them. Every week during
swim lessons I found myself among the table
talk, sitting in the same seat but not too close to
appear overly eager. I was still afraid to be too
casual, like reaching across the table for a cookie
to go with my crappy coffee. I never touched
anything other than my Styrofoam cup, because
I didn’t want to do anything that would exile me
from this elite coffee talk. They reminded me of
Mean Girls, but over 65, and literally the only
thing that I had close to “friends.” I was included
in the argument about the new gym being built
next door, they told me about their families,
and they asked questions about mine, listening
intently about my husband’s experience aiding
locals after the disaster in Nepal and meeting the
Sultan of Brunei. I told his adventures like fairy
tales, because the truth was, as my husband was

doing these amazing things, I was raising babies
and keeping our house a home, and I felt like that
was often never important enough. I gingerly told
my husband about my new friends and he joked
about my honorary membership into the “silver
sneakers club.”
Four weeks later, we’d unexpectedly move again,
and my sister would beg me to make friends with
people my own age this time. The good news
is that we moved to another “civilian town”
in Wisconsin where I made the best friends of
my life and found the most meaningful job of
my life, which led me to start grad school and
realizing that I could be a badass military spouse,
and mother, and whatever else I wanted to be.
But two years after that, we would move again.
Our eighth home. Being a military spouse is a
complicated thing. When it’s good, it feels SO
good. When it hurts, it changes you.
What I’ve realized is that being a military spouse
is hard and exhausting and wonderful. And it
can come with a lot of judgment from others
and from within. However, instead of realizing
that the work we do, which isn’t easy—caring
for our home, for our children, for our spouse,
leaving jobs over and over, fighting for jobs over
and over, making friends and finding a tribe over
and over—we let other people judge us. And
we shouldn’t feel bad when it hurts, when it is
time to pack up and leave. We shouldn’t feel bad
for being nervous to make new friends and ask
a thousand questions. Instead, we need to feel
proud of everything we do, because what we are
doing is being really brave. When the moving
truck shows up again in a couple of years, I will
do my best to remind myself of that. ■

Sarah Schmidt has advocated for children and families across the United States and
overseas for the past decade. Sarah has volunteered with various Marine Corps Family
Readiness commands since 2009 and was recognized as an Outstanding Military Spouse
in 2012. In her spare time, Sarah enjoys managing the chaos of her two children, DIY
projects with her husband, and spending free time in the Northwoods of Wisconsin.
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